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Communicators and communication researchers have traditionally 
considered the canmunication .process a one-way street--with the com- 
municator doing the influencing and the audience being influenced or 
persuaded* Recent reseafcliu, Jhowever, snows that consumers are not 
^^\^^^ssive recipients of information thrust upon them by a variety of. 
sources, Consiamers often take a good deal of Initiative in the com* 
muni-catioa process and .actively seek information, even determining the 
extent to' which they will be influenced by v^ious types of information 
^ ■ f roiivdiff er^nlu-4ources (Bauer, 1963; Cox, 1963; Newman and Lpckeman, 
1972), _ * . 

' When are consumers likely to take the initiative in the coramuni- 
cation process? M^at *<ietermines opnsumer-preferences for kinds and- 
sources of information? /The findings presented, in this^paper-help 
> answer such questions for cosmetics buyers* The results add to the ^ , 
limited amount, of literature on the information-seeking model (Cox, 
1963) and shed light on certain hypotheses about differential prefer- "^ 
ences for amounts, kinds, and sources- of information* 

In the context of communication effects, the findings are of added 
interest because they provide some evidence as to the validity of 
-existing models of communication process* For^example, they suggest 
when communication may operate in a stimulus-response fashion and when 
through mediating processes (Klapper, 1960; Krugman, 1965)* . 

Background 

Bauer (1964, 1967) observed that most' consumer research is based, 
u^n two types of human behavior models: (1) the "rational** model used 
by people such as economists, which assumes that the consumer's goal in 



the buying situation is to maximize his utility by carefully calcu- — 
lating alternatives according to his tastes and their .relative prices; 
and (2) the **norirational** or social influence model used by behavioral 
scientists, whicfi assumes that man*s wants and behavior are geared to 
emulating others and conforming to generally^accepted norms. 

Based upon th^ assumption that consumer lieliavior is goal oriented.^ 
communication has been viewed as a commodity consumed by buyers in thjeir 
process of identifying and satisfying their buying goals (Bauer, 1965;^ 
Cox, 1963). Thus, what is viewed by the ad vei^is.er-as-J£persuasi^n^may 
be viewed by the consumer as a decision to use certain informafioti that 
will help her^make a better decision. 

This study follows Bauer*s andXox*s reasoning; it assumes that 
the buyer»s communicat behavior is a direct outgrowth of her goals 
in the buying situation. The conception of "buying goals'* which is 
used in this study is similar to that of . Bauer (1964, 1967):^ in tffe 
buying situation some people are more concerned with evaluating product, 
features and ^ome more' with pleasing others by emlating people or 
groups In their environment. Although it is acknowledged that consumers 
may respond passively to commuixication at times, the main interest of 
this study is in the behavior whtch is motivated by, and differentially 
dependent upon, the consumer's ^'rational" and **social** goal. orientations 
in a buying situation. 

Previous research suggests that a ration^/ gpal orientation is 
present in th^e buying situation when the consumer evaluates and buys 
products on the basis of their relative price, and when she is con- 
cerned about the realization of .the product^s functional benefits and 
possible undesirable consequences (Cox, 1967b; Bauer, 1967), These 



two orientations (economic and performance) are operationally defined 
in this study in terms of two variables, price consciousness and per- 
formance*perceived risk, respectively. 

A social-goal orientation, on the other hand, is assxjmed to be 
present when the buyer behaves according to a\ social influence model, 
that is, when she desire^ tb conform to the perceived expectations of 
others-and when shfe depends upon others for advice and guidance (Cox, 
1967a). These Social influence proc^^ses are operajiionally defined 
re5p"ectlVely in jterms of normative and informational social influence 
in decision making (Deutsch and Gerard, 19SS) , 

, In the present research, our interest in on certain criterion 
variables: amount of in£ormat4^on used, preferences for kinds of infor- 
mation, .prefetrences for setifces^of information, and opinion leadership* 
We expect our criterion variables to relate to the four variables that 
define the buyer*s goaU or degree-of involvement in the purchasing 
decision (Robertson, 1973; Chaffee and McLeod, X973) , 

Hypotheses ' v 

Results of previous studies show that information seeking is a 
function of the buyer*s perception of the importance of price in deci- 
sion making (Newman and Lockeman, 1972), Those who are price c onscious 
may also use the media to find out^ about bargains^ ^nd^may evaluate 
products on the basis of their objective attributes, especially price 
(Wells and Tigert, 1971). 

Research by Cox (1967b) suggests that when buyers perceive per- 
formance risk in the purchase decision they have the need for informa- 
tion on prodrr ' performance from pexsonal (forfttal and informal) sources 
of communication, and they are least liTcely to "trust" sources of 



_infQrmation.thatJiaue„lovt_con£idence.valu^ such as the mass media. The 

■ s- 
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process of risk reduction often involves information seeking on the 
part of the buyer» who may develop some expertise as a result of this 

activity and be sought by others for information about products (Cox, 

i ■ 

1967b), ' ' . , 

?{ormative social influence in the buying situation suggests the 

"presence of social risk and, therefore, the buyer*3 need for **social'* 

information mainly from informal personal sources (Cox, 1967a; 1967b). 

ITiose who desire to conform to the perceived expectations of others iiaiy 

also pay attention to the media to form iinpressions of what kinds of 

people buy certain products or brands and develop as^ocl^ations of 

products or brands with v^ious life styles (Ogilvy,- 1963) . TheyTiay 

also nise this information to manipulate the impressions others have of 

them (Ward and Gibson, 1969). 

.Finally, informational social influence in the buying decision is. 

a basic assumption of the information -see king model, which emphasizes 

the complementary use of formal and informal channels in the communi- 

cation process, ^ Th^ model seems to apply not only to the "audience" 

but also to "opinion leaders" (Reynolds and Darden, 1971), 

Th.t above research suggested the following hypotheses: . , 

H, : Price consciousness correlates positively with 

(a) information seeking^ (b) preference for objiec- 
tive information, and (c) mass media credibility. 

H^: Performance risk correlates positively with 

(a) information, seeking, (b) preference for objec- 
■ tive. information^ (cj informal source credibility, 
(d) formal personal source credibility, (e) opinion 
leadership; and dt correlates negatively^ 'with 
" (f) mejs media credibil^. 
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H,: Normative social influence' correlates positively 
with [a) information seeking, [b) preference for 
social information," [c) informal source credibility, 
niass media credibility, [e) use of specialized, 
■ media, and'[f) opinion, leadership. ^ 

: . Infoxniaitional social"T?nfluence correlates posi- 
tively with [a) information seeking, [b) prefer- 
-^nc^s for social information, [c) informal source 
credibility, [d) formal personal source credibility, 
[e) mass media credibility, and [f) opinion leader* 
ship. ^ ■ _ - 



Methods * 

Data for this study were collected via questionnaires distributed 
to female users of cosmetics^ in Madison, Wisconsin, during the month of 
November 1974. Parking lan^s and stalls in the city's three main shop- 
ping centers were selected at random as locations to approach prospec- 
tive sampling subjects, Random selection of patrons of selected stores 
in the downtown area was also'^^tilized as a sainpHng procedure. Duripg 
various days of the week and during business hours, questionnaires were 
issued to 408 women who stated that they were using cosmetics and agreed 
to cooperate. A respondent was included in the final sample if she 
"indicated that she had been using at least three of the following five 
products^ perfume, face makeup base; hand cream or lotion, and at 
lea^t one eye makeup, product. These five products were selected on the 
basi*; of previous research [Vtells, 1967),, pretests, and interviews with 
salespeople. The, 206 resp5hdenics in the final sample were actually 
usingi on the average,- 4jijjy these five products. 

VariaJ)les in this research 'consisted 6f\cales formed by sum^ang 
several items. The procedure for developing the scales was to factor- 
analyze items relevant to the areas of priori interest where appropri- 
9te. „ Ijtems which failed to load significantly [*5f» or greattr) on the 
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hypothesi7,ed factor were discarded and remaining, items were sumed to 
form the scale. Appendix A shows the variables used in this Research, 
along with; their operational definition and meTasurement. 

Active or Passive Audience? 

Of primary concern in^this resea;rch was the extent to which the 
audience ^akes the initiative in' the communication process; or, to put 
it somewhat differently, whether and under what conditions the information 
seeking model descr|.be5 how communication works. 

- ^The positive relationships between sjpeasures of buying goals and \ 
information seeking shown in Table 1 suggest that the buyer *s desire 
to seek information prior to purchase dependa upon' (1) the extent to 
which she is concerned about the realization. of the prpduct*s fiinctional 
benefits and undesirable consequenc^es ; (2) when sh4 desires to conform 
to the perceived expectations of others; and (3) when she depends upon 
others for advice and guidance (hypotheses 2a, 3a, 4a). Overall, the 
data s^iow that the more involved a consumer is in her purchase decision * 
the more likely she is to seek information. Thus, the information^ — * 
seeking model may describe the communication process to the extent to 
which a consumption situation is important to the audience. 

Hierarchical Response? 

The information -seeking fodel fiirther posits a hierai^chical 
response pattern known to most marketers. The consumer i^' assumed to 
pass through a cognitive Itvel,. an effective level, and an action level 
on her way to purchasing a product. She, needs infoirmation about the 
availability or awareness of a product, reasons po become interested 
in it,' and information, which will help her eyjtluate the product in terms, 
of its ability _^to satisfy her buying goals aCox, 1963, pp, 62-63) 



^ . ..7 

The positive relationships between measures of consumer -buying 
goals^itd evaluative information show that the buyer's need for 
cvatuative information is a fiinction of the extent to which she has 
specific goals in the buying situation (Table 1). '^Objective" infor- 
mation is preferred tQ the extent to which buyer;; have rational goals 
in the buying situation (hypctheses lb and 2b), and ^'social** inf orijdar 
tion when she has social "buying goals (hypotheses 3b and 4b), The 
significant relationship between the consumer's concern about the per- 
foiinance of new cosmetic products and social information further sug- 
gests that buyers my^ attempt to reduce performance risk by observing 
the behavior of certain reference groups. " ; 

These findings suggest, that the extent t^^hich consumers evaluate 
products prior to purchase and, therefore, i^ove through the. affective . 
stage in a hierarchical fashion may depend Upon the amount at stalce or ' 
degree of ego- involvement/in the buying decision. In the absende o£ 
buying goals, the hierarchy may collapse', and awareness ^d trial may 

be the only^ necessary stages preceding adoption, (repeat purchase),, 

■ ^ . * ■* 

Source Preference \ 

1 

/jiothcr concern of tl^is study was to determine to what extent 
buying goals af f ect pref ei^.ences for sources of information. The results 
;iri Table 1^ show that informal channels are" preferred only to the extent 
' to which the buyer depends upon others for advice and gui4ance in 
decision making (hypothesis. 4c) . Those who. rely on informal channels are 
also likely to rely on the media (hypothesis 4«) ^ This latter finding 
is in lipe with Cox's (1963^ contention about the complemcfntary role of 
formal and informal channels in the communication process. 

' - ^ - 
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Print advertisements are also- likely to be "trusted" by t^ose 
consumers whose .goals in the buying situation are influenced by group 
norins (hypothesis 3d). This finding, along with the significant rela- 
tionship found between u^e of specialized media C^^^shion magazines) 
and nomative social goals^ (hypothesis 3e) , further suggests that con- 
suiners who desire to conform to the perceived expectations of others 
may rely on, the media fof' information, concerning the Various life . 
^styles portrayed through, the use of specific products oi; brands. Thu^, 
the media j^y be successful in manipulating Consumers* perceptions and 
desires for products [only to the extent to which consumers are concerned 
with group norms. i ^ ' ' ; 

Finally, consumers with economic g^als prefer print advertisements 
(hypothesis Ic),, while buyers, who perceive performance risk are likely 
to view salespeople as important information sources (hypothesis 2d)/ 
The latter finding is consistent with results of previous research by 
- Cox ;(1967b)-^ - 

Opinion leadership 



Cosmetics -opinion leadership correlated^strongly with ^normative 
social goals (iiypothesis 3f ) . This finding tends to support the con^ 
tention that opinion^li*aders are usually supemormative group members 
((Klapper, 1960, p. 460). Opinion leaders in cosmetics are also sus- 
ceptible^to informational social 'influence (hypothesis 4f) , a finding 
which Is in line with^p^evious/research results on fashion opinion 
leadership (Reynolds and Dardeit, 1971). 
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Discussion ' 

The results of this study, suggest some interesting implications 
'for marketing istrategy and communication research. First, when th<^, 
buying situation is important to her, the consumer >iay take the 
initiative to seek information and evaluate alternatives prior to 
purchase- Under such conditions, the information-seeking model could 
best describe the communication process^ 

For unimportant decisions, on the other hand> the consumer may be 
passive in the communication process* However, it would be inaccurate 
to believe in a two-step .flow of communication in the absence of buying 
goals. Tpie idea that people are constantly taUcing about consumption 
matters or visually checking the consumption patterns of their friends 



overstated the reality (Robertson, |19^3) * For unin5)ortant consumption 
mattes,, trial following awaYehess 

\ 



be the sinq?iest way to test the product rather than laboring over 



(as a result of exposure) may we^l 



Thus, in the absence of buying 



informati\)n ^seeking ^d evaluation 
goals or ego-lnvolvement with the consumption Situation, communication 
may work in a^tiniulus-response fashion; exposure may wfell be the key 



variable to pro^iuct adoption (Krugman, 1965)*. / 

These, two m(^els of communication proces§ appear to be in line with 

the ''traditional" and '^low commitment" views of communication effects 

(Robertson, 1973) ; 

The appropriateness of either model depends on the level 
of product commitment. For high commitment products, the 
, traditional model with its underlying assumptions of an 
active audience critically evaluating messages and center- 
messages and proceed ing '1:0 -piar chase in a hierarchical 
, response pattern as quite reasonable. For low commitment 
' products, ^the appropriate view is that of a fairly passive 
consumer who does Wt seek nor critically evaluate most - 
information and who may act i^ a simple awareness-trial / 
response pattern' (p* 163 ; ^\ * " y 



The two models suggest different. advertising strategies* Messages 
about products fpr which consumers are likely to h^ve buying goals 
Ce.g\, ca^s and furniture) and, therefore, to seek infomiation and 

evaluafte alternatives, should provide the consxjmer with evaluative 

/ ' ' ' ' ' /' ^ — 

information that would satisfy her information needs* For insignifi- 

' cant consumption matters for which consigners are not likely to seek and 
evaluate informa^on Ce*g*i cand)cbars and paper ^towels) messages that 
contain humor, curi^ity^ novelty, and the like may be successful in 
getting the consumer's attention^ and interest her in txofing the^adver- 

\ tised [product. - j 

* The author advocates^the usefulness of buying^-goalj variables in 

future research^ since.^ying goals. are related to preferences for ^ 

/ 

different antounts, kinds, and sources of information* Such research 

' . * *■ 

could suggest to advesrtisers whether information is relevant to 
desirable market segntents, ^what kind of information is most relevant 
to 'them, and what channels should be used to ma-ce the information 

i- ■ ■ ■ ' 

available to the cons^r* This approach to studying, communication 
. parallels a point made^^ver a, decade ago by Wilbur Schrtimm: ''I^ is 
frequently more rewarding ^to leam^t^w people use communication than 
to search for ways that c^amunication 'uses' people*'* ' 

\ 
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Table 1 ■ 

Relatiojiships Between Measures of Con: umer-Buying Goals and Selected Communi^-ation Variables 



.1. 



Communication Variaples 

Information Seeking 
Evaluativ^ Information^ 
a. Objective" 
b\ Social 
Source Credibility 
a* Informal Sot^rces 



— friends :and neighbors 

b. Formal Sources : , 
—salespeople" 

— television advertisements 

-:^maga^nj^ and newspaper 
^" > advertisements 

Specialized Media 

Opinion Lea3^ship 



Rational G oals , 
Economic Performance 



.11 (E) 



AS^ (E) 
.04 



.02 

-.06 } 
\06 (E) 

.12*^ (E) 
sOO 



.33* (E) 



.36* (E). 
.16^ (NP) 



.03 (03. 



.13 (E) 
-aO (EJ 

-,C3 (E) - 

.-^00 - - 
.04 (E) 



Social Goals 
Normst ive 



.38* (Ej 



ao 

,23^ (E) 



-.03 (0) 



..1'3^CE) 



,'.21* (E) 
.38* (E) 



Infortnat iona 
. ^20* (E) 



-.06 



.41^ (E) 




.IS^ (E) 
.02 

.21* (E) 



< .01 
.0^ 



p ^ 



■p ' < .10 



E = Expected relat-ionship 
0 ~ Opposite relatipnship 
NP = Not predicted significant relationship 



a. Economic 



Social Goals! 



Information 5«e^ing: 



Evaluative Information: 
a, ^Object ive 



LIST OF MMN VARIABLES USED IN TOE PftESEKT STUDY 
OPERATIONAU DEFINITION HEPS)^ 



0^ 



Price consciousness 



Pexcciv«d-porfonnanc« risX 



No^tiv^ j-Kial influence 



Tufonnatlonal- social influence 



Expres^ need to find out about 
six ^cif ic kinds of information 
|yrior to purchasing a hew brand of 
eaich of the S selected prod^icts,'* 



:*>tivation to. seek information 
oS pl^sical attributes of new 
brands. - 



' S-polnt agree-disftgree aciles. Items such 
as: "I "find myself checking the prices of 
even snail coftaotic iteia/' 

S-point egree-disagree scales. Items "iuch 
^s: !T<hen'l consider buying new cosmetic 
prodi^ts 1 often worry about how they are 
going to work for me*" 

/ S-point agreVdisigreo scalesi,' Itetns such 
asi "1 Am often concerned with the kinds- 
-of ia^ressions ftiends may form of mo because 
of the^ametics I useJ' 

S-^point agree-disagree see^es. Items such 
as: *'l often decide to buy those products 
that I sSse ay friends using-" 

^30-poiiit "index: summary of tot^ amount *f 
information respondent xe^^uested on all five 
xosaetic products. 



■S-point index repr^enting the number of 
the selected 5 products for which the buyer 
would, like to Icnow about_^min differences 
between., brands/* 



.L Social 



Soutee Credibility^: 
a. Informal Sources 
- -personal - 



K 



Formal Sources 
—personal 



•mass media 



Specialized Media: 



Opinion leadership: 



Motivation to find out about life 
styles a sociated with the use of 
nev branjs. 



Perceived importance of friends 
and neighbors as a source of 
information about the S selected 
products. " ^ : 

Perceived importance of sales- 
pfxiipU as a source of infonoation 
about the S selected products. 

Perceived importance of television 
and print ads as sources of infor- 
mation i|bout the S selected 
products^^. 

Self-reported names of fashion 
RSgazines read. 

Self-reported Influence on others^ 



Four items .similar to those «sod by Kells and TJgcrt (1971). - / " 

^mSaS^^'^^ uncertainty and danger components of porceived risk / " 
^Four itetts based upon Ocutsch and Gerard's (195S) definition. 

£^!^li!*^?'j^Vi''"*'' " Clarke's (1971). For external validity see Clarke rt973i 
New brand decisions wre used because consumers have various ^l^tt t""^* 

stored in their me«ory about Misting f^iiiar bra^sr^nd thS'S itkeS ^rtlJir 
for something they do not alrvady know. ' *® 

<*f "evaluative" information, .S06 Cox (1963. 00 S4.s« "^Th* 
'^objectiye'. and "social" infonnation'are aSptJJ f^/£ J^InTcibSn (SsJ!'*"' 

JCilr ite»s siBliar to those used by Reynolds and Dardeii (1971). 1 

Mr O 



S-point index repres^itlhg^^tjie number of 
the S selected pi^oducts for wKich the 
buyer wi:li li5:e to lcnoi: about the *»3cir^5 
of people who buy certain brands." 



S-point index representing the number of 
products for which the buyer relies on 
friends and neighbors for -information. 



S-point index representing the number of 
products for which the respondent Velies 
on salespeople ^f Or information. 

S-point index Tepresenting the number of 
produces for which the respondent relies 
on television^and magazine or newspaper 
ads for infb'ypation. 

Open-ended response: Number of fashion 
magaxineVrMd "^^t regularly.*'' 

^S-^point agree-disagree scales. Items such 
'^s: '*! soBHtimes influence what cosmetics ^ 
my friends /buy J' 



